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Life in an Old English Town. A History of Coventry from 
the Earliest Times, compiled from Official Records. By Mary 
Dormer Harris. London, Swan, Sonnenschein & Co. ; New 
York, The Macmillan Co., 1898. — xxiii, 391 pp. 

This is the fourth volume in the Social England Series, now being 
issued under the editorship of Kenelm D. Cotes, M.A. It gives a 
brief history of Coventry down to the time of the Revolution of 1688, 
but mainly during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries ; and it con- 
cludes with a chapter furnishing a sort of guide to the Coventry of 
to-day, with a plan of the city. Twelve full-page illustrations add 
much to the interest and value of the book. Among these are a 
facsimile in reduced size of the charter of liberties granted by the 
Earl of Chester in the twelfth century ; a page from the Leet Book, 
also in facsimile, giving the election of the mayor and other officers 
for the year 1459 ; a map of the town in 1610, the earliest known ; 
and a reproduction of the picture of Lammas Day by David Gee. 
The book has an index, a list of nearly all of the authorities cited 
and a brief but interesting account of the manuscripts used ; and 
there are also copious footnotes and references to authorities. 

The headings of the chapters are not always well chosen, and do 
not in every case show the contents. The order of subjects is not 
very closely followed, and sudden transitions to new topics materially 
interfere with the clearness and interest of the narrative. The 
periods are not carefully marked, and it is sometimes difficult to 
tell whether we are in the Lancastrian age or in that of the Tudors. 
The list of errata leaves several typographical errors uncorrected ; 
and on page 5 1 the author, quoting from Green, assigns the date of 
12 16 to the Lateran Council of November, 12 15. 

The beginning of the book, like that of the town, is very picturesque, 
full of legend and romance ; and one glides almost imperceptibly 
from the chapter on Leofric and Godiva, who did " graunte Coventre 
tol fre," through that on the founding and history of the Benedictine 
Monastery, with an account of its life and place in the town history, 
into historic fact. The chapters which follow give an account " com- 
piled," as the author says, from the records, most of which are still 
in manuscript. Of the old Leet Book of the town, from which fre- 
quent and very interesting extracts are given, she says : 

Save for some extracts referring to the city buildings, pageants, proces- 
sions, etc., which Sharp incorporated into his Antiquities of Coventry and 
Dissertations on the Coventry Mysteries, and one or two casual references 
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in Poole's Coventry, this bulky folio of over 340 pages, written in various 
hands, containing a yearly account of matters ranging from 1421 to 1554- 
55, has been hitherto left untouched. We find there recorded, year by year, 
the election of the mayor and the city officials with the names of the twenty- 
four electors ; the names of the twenty-four jurats of the court leet which 
met at Easter and Michaelmas ; the regulations framed by this court and 
much miscellaneous matter, . . . the enrolment of the rules of the various 
crafts, or of the extent of the Lammas pastures and the like. 

She tells us, further, that 

Among the rolls and files may be noted the remains of a statute merchant 
roll for the recognition of debts, extending from 1 5 Richard II to 3 Henry V, 
with detached membranes belonging to the reigns of later kings. 

The main points of interest in the book are : 

(1) The lordship, which is held by the prior of the monastery and 
by the Earl of Chester together. Their different relations and methods 
are shown, and an illustration is given of the beginnings of municipal 
life and government in other than royal towns. 

(2) The incorporation of the town by Edward III in 1345. This, 
as Dr. Gross tells us in his Gild Merchant, is the earliest incorpora- 
tion recorded. Our author does not seem to give it due attention. 

(3) The dispute over the Lammas fields — a topic which takes up 
a very large part of the book. 

(4) Of especial interest is the glimpse of the inside history of the 
War of the Roses, from the standpoint of a town in the midst of the 
struggle. 

(5) The gilds and the crafts, which are well described and dis- 
cussed, although the author goes probably too far in her identification 
of the municipal and gild government, even if the offices in both 
were often filled by the same persons. 

(6) Two interesting chapters, covering over seventy-five pages, 
deal with the daily life of the town in the Middle Ages. These are 
written in a very entertaining, chatty and gossipy sort of way, from 
the standpoint of a nineteenth-century critic. 

On the whole, the work is a valuable addition to the social, 
economic and political history of English town life in the Middle 
Ages — not the less valuable because the facts are given in a con- 
crete way, as they actually developed in the life of a single well-known 

town - Charles L. Wells. 
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